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A growth curve to illustrate how changes in a culture are initiated, accelerate, and decline with the
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Prologue: “LIFE AT THE EDGE OF CHAOS”
He shifted at the podium, transferring his weight onto his cane, “But even more important,” he said,
“is the way complex systems seem to strike a balance between the need for order and the imperative to
change. Complex systems tend to locate themselves at a place we call ‘the edge of chaos.’ We
imagine the edge of chaos as a place where there is enough innovation to keep a living system vibrant,
and enough stability to keep it from collapsing into anarchy. It is a zone of conflict and upheaval, where
the old and the new are constantly at war. Finding the balance point must be a delicate matter – if a
living system drifts too close, it risks falling over into incoherence and dissolution; but if the system
moves too far away from the edge, it becomes rigid, frozen, totalitarian. Both conditions lead to
extinction. Too much change is a as destructive as too little. Only at the edge of chaos can complex
systems flourish.
He paused, “And, by implication, extinction is the inevitable result of one or the other strategy – too
much change, or too little,” (p. 2-3)

3. Gardner, John W. (1981). Self Renewal: The individual and the innovative society. W. W. Norton, New York,
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•

“Even the most potent innovators are unlikely to be effective unless their work coincides with a crisis or series of
crises that put people in a mood to accept innovation.” (p. 29)
So stubborn are the defenses of a mature society against change that shock treatment is often required to bring
about renewal. Many a business firm has had to go through bankruptcy before initiating obviously necessary
reforms. (p. 44)
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“People who lead frequently bear scars from their efforts to bring about adaptive change. Often they
are silenced.” (p. 235)
Even the most well-crafted efforts at inclusion can rarely prevent the experience of loss by some. As a
result, one often cannot shield oneself from the outrage of those parties who must face loss and are
unwilling to change. (239-40)
The graphs in slides #6 and #7 are from a lecture given by Ronald A. Heifetz titled TECHNICAL
PROBLEMS VS. ADAPTIVE CHALLENGES - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UwWylIUIvmo

5. Leaming, D. R. (2007). Academic leadership: A practical guide to chairing the department (2nd ed.).
Bolton, MA: Anker. (p. 337)
•

“Above all else, you [the chair] must be a change agent.” (p. 117)
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6. Lynch, D., & Kordis, P. L. (1988). Strategy of the Dolphin: Scoring a Win in a Chaotic World. William
Morrow and Company, Inc. New York, NY
Slide # 8
▪
Dolphins possess this psychological preamble: "I am a dolphin, and I believe in potential scarcity and
potential abundance. Since I believe that we can have either - that it is our choice and that we can learn to
leverage what we have and utilize our resources elegantly, I make flexibility and doing more with less the
cornerstones of how I create my world." (p. 37)
▪
Carps sing, “I can’t win,” and repeat this message in all of its change-and-possibility-negating variations,
even to the point of denying the true consequences of failure:
o “Ignorance is bliss.”
o “I was helpless before, and I will always be helpless.”
o “Losing comes with life.” (p. 62)
▪
Sharks croon, “I have to win.” And their propaganda includes these variations:
o “After all, it’s a shark-eats-shark world out there.”
o “I really meant to cut off your hand at the wrist, and before you reached for your chips you
should have remembered my warning.”
o “Competition is inevitable.” (p. 63)
Slide #10
▪
We are confronted with] great, looming, incredibly energized waves of change! And whereas those
waves once took shape almost glacially, over thousands and thousands of years, today they are taking
shape and crashing against us with ever-accelerating rapidity. (p. 70)
▪
Dolphins understand that the single most important organizing principle of the late twentieth and early twentyfirst centuries is "the wave." The wave of change. And the managers and leaders who don’t learn to ride—
and enjoy learning to ride—the wave run the risk of being marooned in an ever-receding pool
overpopulated by frantic, confused, dispirited (and sometimes mean-spirited) sharks and carps. (p. 71)
Slides #11 & 12
•
Dolphins leverage the wave. When the old patterns and performance gains begin to flag, when people's needs
aren't' getting met and the faintest hint of changing times and circumstances is transmitted by the future,
dolphins begin to raise questions and to play "What if...?" Knowing that the political realities, budgetary
considerations, research, pilot runs, and efforts of persuasion needed to put a new vehicle in place successfully
for catching the new wave will take months or perhaps even years, dolphins usually disengage from the old
wave well before the actual bifurcation point. (p. 84)
•
But even if you "get it" before nearing disintegration, you must still contend with two sobering factors: the "long
road back and the "recovery trough.” …Long Road Back. Because you have ridden the original wave so far past
its peak, you are now confronted by a truly immense amount of lag. To get from where you are now to where
you need to be may simply be unthinkable. (p. 183)
•
Recovery Trough. It is a sausage of emotions. At any point you run the risk of getting stuck in this lumpish,
action-inhibiting casing of negations and diversions. Over time, most individuals can work through the Recovery
Trough: through the shock of failure, the denial, anger, bargaining, sadness, returning finally to a sense of
emotional stability. However, every minute, every dollar, every ounce of energy consumed by the Recovery
Trough is a minute, a dollar, an irrecoverable dollop of life force forfeited, fording further delay in our return to
performing equilibrium. (p. 183-84)
•
In rapid-change times, dolphins know it is often wise to begin changing before the times rather than run the risk
of waiting to change with or after the times. Changing before the times means changing without strong signals,
changing on the basis of intuitions and suspicions and perhaps merely dissatisfaction with the current shape of
things. (p. 186)
Slide #13
•
Behind every butterfly there's a caterpillar that succeeded in letting go. (p. 201)
7.

Lucas, Ann F. & Associates. (2000). Leading Academic Change: Essential Roles for Department Chairs.
San Francisco, CA, Jossey-Bass.
•

“The department is the place from which change needs to be launched, and… the chair is the right
person to lead such change.” (p. 2)
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“And it ought to be remembered that there is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to
conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in the introduction of a new order of
things, because the innovator has for enemies all those who have done well under the old conditions,
and lukewarm defenders in those who may do well under the new.” (p. 27)

9. Rogers, Everett M. (2003) Diffusions of Innovations. 5th ed. Free Press, New York, NY

•

Divisions of a group into adopter categories and the approximate percentage of each group
[reproduced with permission from Rogers (2003) p. 281].

10. Schlechty, Phillip C. (1997). Inventing better schools. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
•

Schlechty uses colloquial labels to describe what he calls the five types of actors who participate in
any change process:
1.

“Trailblazers are rare and valuable. They take risks for the good of the group and are
willing to go places and try things that others do not dare. Their most important
requirement is a clear guiding vision; they need to be constantly reminded that they are
part of a community, and their leaders need to help them link their private vision to that
of the unit.” (p. 212-13)

2.

Pioneers are like trailblazers – “an adventurous and hardy lot who are willing to take
considerable risks… and also have a considerable need for assurance that the trip upon
which they will embark is worthwhile.” (p. 213)

3.

“Settlers need to know what they are expected to do and where they are going to go.
They need much more detail and more carefully drawn maps than do those who have
gone before them…. it is critical that leaders understand the terrain well enough to point
out progress, especially when those who are unfamiliar with the terrain become
discouraged. Benchmarks of progress are, therefore, essential, and feedback regarding
progress toward these benchmarks is critical.” (p. 214-15)

4.

Stay-at-homes “People who do not respond enthusiastically, or at least compliantly, to
the desires of change leaders are often viewed as problems, and unfortunately, for the
change process, such problems get attention…. Such people are not likely to be
encouraged to move by direct assaults on what they currently value or threats to what
little security they now enjoy. Instead, they will join with those who for other reasons do
not want to change: the saboteurs.” (p. 217-18)

5. Saboteurs “are actively committed to stopping change. Not only do they refuse to take
the trip; they do not want others to go either… “It is certain that saboteurs can cause
trouble no matter where they are, but I have found that the best place to have them is
on the inside where they can be watched rather than on the outside where they can
cause trouble without its being detected until the effects have been felt.” (p. 218-19)
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